Background
In late 2014, the idea of a Balint Group Leader Education Fellowship (BGLEF) emerged as an effort to make greater understanding of the Balint Group Method, its leadership skills and effective leaders more accessible. The goal of the Fellowship year is to provide education and a beginning level of leadership skill at lower cost than full leader credentialing while encouraging those interested in going on to credentialed status to do so.
Activities
To support a curriculum for the proposed Fellowship, a curriculum committee of experienced leaders developed learning goals and objectives and an outline of the learning content called "Balint Basics." Learning goals include:
• Improve understanding, practice and leadership of Balint Groups in fellow's home institution.
• Learn the fundamentals of the Balint Group process and its leadership skills.
• Self-evaluate fellow's developing leadership skills and work in the program hosting their Balint Group to ensure its safety and effectiveness. • Learn how to debrief a Balint Group process and leader interventions with a co-leader.
Among the 16 learning objectives are:
• Differentiating the Balint Group process from a support group or personal and professional development group, healer's art group or traditional case discussion.
• Describing how Balint Groups fulfill Residency Review Committee requirements and professional milestones.
• Describing the necessary and sufficient conditions for starting a successful Balint Group within a residency training program; how to develop readiness; environments and conditions not conducive to Balint Group training; possible pitfalls of starting a Balint Group before the program or the leader is ready.
• Demonstrating through audio/video recording of a Balint Group session the ability to start and end the group, focus the group on the presenter's case, establish and maintain group norms, model and facilitate empathy, trust, acceptance, ensure safety, tolerate silence and uncertainty and let the group do the work.
• Showing a willingness to self-reflect and improve leadership skills in response to feedback.
Balint Basics is an outline of the content to be learned during the BGLEF but it also identifies crucial areas of knowledge and skill to be gained at Balint Leadership Intensives and other Balint Society educational offerings. Available on the American Balint Society website, americanbalintsociety.org, it includes sections on:
• History of the Balint Group Method, the background and history: When, how and why Balint Groups came into being.
• Purpose of Balint Groups.
• Essential characteristics of a Balint Group.
• Leadership: Stance, purpose, essential characteristics, basic moves and advanced moves.
The first class of BGLEF fellows began in July 2016 organized into two groups of four fellows each with its own mentor. These groups meet monthly via Zoom for an hour and communicate through email in between group meetings. Fellows are required to begin or be currently leading a Balint Group in their home institutions by the time their Fellowship year begins. They must have the ability to record their group sessions with the signed consent of the members since eight sessions of the Fellowship are devoted to learning from each others' leadership attempts via shared recordings and group debriefing. Reading assignments, journaling, self-assessments and the preparation of an action plan for how to enhance their "home" Balint Group function and leadership round out the learning activities.
Fellows who successfully complete the BGLEF may apply for Balint Leader Credentialing and, if accepted, need only complete eight supervision sessions and two more Intensives, an accelerated pathway taking their Fellowship experience into account.
Outcomes
During this pilot year of the BGLEF fellows evaluate their experience quarterly and the mentors meet with a meta-mentor to do the same. Preliminary results show a very positive response to the structure, reading material, mentoring and Fellowship group interactions.
Future directions
The BGLEF steering committee and the American Balint Society Council are in the process of assessing the BGLEF to see what improvements might be made and whether to continue it as an ongoing experience. Given indications of its initial success and interest expressed by new Balint Group leaders in participating this is likely.
